TOM LEA FELLOWS

The Tom Lea Fellowship supports publication-quality research
and creative projects focused on the art, literature, life, and
legacy of Tom Lea, the nationally renowned El Paso painter,
illustrator, muralist, and author. Established in 2013 by Dee
and Adair Margo, the fellowship encourages students and
faculty to engage primary documents and other archival
materials related to Lea’s work, artistic training, writing, and
influence in El Paso, Texas, the United States, and the Paso
del Norte region. The fellowship is open to current graduate

College of Education majors, and faculty pursuing research
or creative projects related to Tom Lea. Projects may include
scholarly work based on primary documents, creative or
interpretive work that expands understanding of Lea’s art or
writing, projects connected to the Tom Lea Trail, or work that
contributes to Tom Lea curricula used in El Paso-area school
districts. Fellows receive $3,500 to support their projects
during the fellowship period. The program also connects
fellows with the Tom Lea Institute, an |mportant local research

and undergraduate students in the College of
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Julia Hettiger
English

In this research, | aim to rhetorically center the
spectator, space, and place in analyzing Tom
Lea’s depictions of war. | will examine what
is lost and what is promoted when the U.S.
government uses Al for military recruitment
versus what Lea accomplishes through his
neutral but emotionally rich work as a World
War |l war correspondent. Tom Lea's work
offers a window into the grim realities of war
from an outside, neutral perspective, inviting
audiences to witness them without direct
wartime experience, something Al-generated
graphics cannot replicate.

Isabel Sanchez
English

My project examines how internet
culture recontextualizes canonical art
through meme circulation and content
remixing, specifically as it pertains
to Tom Lea's 1944 painting The
Two-Thousand Yard Stare. Observing
how this image has become a visual
shorthand for distress by netizens, |
question how this shift may extend

cultural relevance and adapt its
meaning to new, contemporary
contexts.

itorv and resource for wark on

Silvia Castro
Creative Writing

Tom Lea: the spontaneous symbiosis as a
method - the multidisciplinary practice and
close relationships enriching the artist's craft.
This project focuses on one particular person
who had a profound influence on Tom Lea: his
first wife, Nancy Lea. Closely examining Nancy's
diaries, it uncovers the connections between
Nancy and Tom Lea's artistic development.
As a final outcome, Silvia CastroMejia will give
three public readings featuring excerpts from
Nancy's diaries, and wants to invite audience
members to contribute their own excerpts
related to these topics.

AARON AND SYLVIA WECHTER AWARDEE

When | learned of the Wechter Family Excellence
Fund and its mission, | instantly felt drawn to
share the story of Brundibar, a children’s opera
by Jewish composer Hans Krasa that left a mark
on me when | performed in it at 16. This project
brought together audiences, students, faculty,
families, and young performers from across our
community around a story that has endured
across generations, reminding me of the value
and joy of expression, taking risks, and sharing
a room with loved ones and those we have not
met. | am grateful for the opportunity to honor
an important piece of Jewish artistic and cultural
history while creating a space for imagination,
connection, and finding one’s voice.

Jimena Huante
Music




SUMMER RESEARCH AWARDEES

The Doctoral Student Summer Research Award supports
College of Liberal Arts doctoral students as they advance
research projects that will lead to publishable manuscripts.
The award provides modest but meaningful summer
research support for students developing original scholarship
and preparing work for submission to academic journals or
other peer-reviewed venues. For 2026, the College awarded
four Doctoral Student Summer Research Awards.
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Luis Diaz Menuka Gurung

Sociology & Lama

Anthropology English

“El suefio regio? An Analysis
of the Search for Inclusion
of International Migrants in
Monterrey, México”

“Tracing Transnational
Geographies: A Gurung
Indigenous Perspective on Land
and Place in the U.S."

Each award provided up to $700 in research funding to
support expenses such as research-related travel, supplies
and materials, participant incentives, or other costs directly
connected to the student’s project. Through this initiative,
the College supports doctoral student research productivity,
strengthens publication pipelines, and encourages timely
progress toward degree completion. Awardees are expected
to use the funding to advance research that will result in a
complete manuscript by June 1, 2027.
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Adhikari Prakriti Oscar Bueno
English Sociology &
Anthropology

“Constructing “Community”
in Border Public Discourse: A
Rhetorical Study of El Paso”

“Stratified Mobility and Everyday
Border Life: Ports of Entry, Temporal
Regulation, and Cultural Practices in

the Juarez—El Paso Borderlands”

CONFERENCE TRAVEL FUNDS FOR
GRADUATE STUDENTS

The College of Liberal Arts launched a new
competitive funding model to support
graduate student conference travel. Each
semester, funding is available for up to
eight doctoral students and five master’s
students to present their work at

academic and professional conferences.

The response to this initiative
demonstrates the strong demand for
graduate student research support across
the College. More than 50 students applied
for conference travel funding, and 28 students
received awards.

Conference travel is a crucial part of graduate training. These
opportunities allow students to present their research, receive feedback

Graduate Student Conference Travel 2025-2026

@D Ph.D. Level
@) Master’s Level

from scholars in their fields, build professional networks, learn about emerging research, and strengthen their academic
and career trajectories. By investing in graduate student conference travel, the College is supporting student success,
research visibility, and professional development across Liberal Arts.



Methods Results

Exilic Spaces and
Practices in the
Juarez-El Paso

Region

= Oscar Bueno Carbajal
Sociology &
Anthropology

Future Development
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Fake Porn is Not Real Porn: Student Perceptions of the Legality and Morality of Deep Fake Pornography
Darek Perez', Taylor Bell!, Alexa Garcia?, Amanda Goodson, Ph.D.?, and Melissa N. Baker, Ph.D.*
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How Violence Exposure Shapes Crime Reporting Decisions Among
Latinas/os
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Crime Reporting
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The College of Liberal Arts
successfully hosted its first annual
Research Symposium on Friday,
March 6, 2026, bringing together
faculty, students, and staff to
celebrate graduate research and
academic achievement. Held at the
Tomas Rivera Conference Center,
the event spotlighted the work of
our students and faculty through
an  engaging poster session.
The symposium featured projects
supported by several fellowships
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and awards, highlighting the
college’s  continued  investment
in student research and scholarly
development. By creating space for
dialogue and discovery, the Research
Symposium emphasized  the
importance of diverse perspectives
and interdisciplinary work within the
College of Liberal Arts.

Throughout the afternoon,
attendees explored a diverse
range of research topics, including
women's studies, music in education,

Latina/o communities, disability
studies, the El Paso-Juarez region,
and more. The conference-style
format allowed students to present
their work visually while engaging
in meaningful, one-on-one
conversations about their research,
creative processes, and the broader
impact of their  scholarship.
Liberal Arts, while celebrating the
dedication and innovation of its
graduate students.

Save the Date!

Tomas Rivera
Conference Center




FACULTY FUNDING INITIATIVES

Goran Paviov Arnold Gutierrez Sergio Iniguez Quintan Crough
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Applicant Misrepresentation The effects of repeated Validating an animal From Encoding to Evidence:
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Selection Systems on cognitive performance in neurobiology of FOMO  Language Switching on Bilingual
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CAREER ENHANCEMENT AWARDEES
2026-2027

The Liberal Arts Career Enhancement Award program, This year's funded projects reflect the breadth of research
co-sponsored by Research & Innovation, supports faculty and creative inquiry across Liberal Arts, with faculty
in advancing research, scholarship, and creative activity advancing work on behavioral science, bilingualism and
across the College of Liberal Arts. The program provides eyewitness memory, digital humanities and cultural
funding and proposal development support for projects history, hiring and workplace systems, substance use
that strengthen faculty research trajectories and position and cognition, deradicalization and prevention, aging
awardees to pursue competitive external funding. and technology, and international security. Together,
these projects demonstrate the College’s commitment
to supporting innovative, externally fundable work with
scholarly, public, and policy relevance.
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LIBERAL ARTS COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT AWARD RECIPIENTS

The Liberal Arts Community Engagement Award (LACE)
supports faculty-led research, creative, and performance projects
that are developed in partnership with community organizations
and designed to produce meaningful community impact. The
program reflects the College of Liberal Arts’ commitment to
community-engaged scholarship, collaborative partnerships, and
student learning beyond the classroom. LACE projects bring
together faculty, students, and community partners to address
shared goals while strengthening students’ social responsibility,

Valeria Delmar -

Chicano Studies,

Languages, & Linguistics

| am honored to receive the LACE

7 Award. This project advances interpreter

training through innovative, experiential learning models that
prepare students for credentialing while centering community
needs. | am grateful for the support to pilot approaches
that strengthen the future of language access and equip
interpreters to serve multilingual communities with skill,
ethics, and cultural responsiveness.

The El Paso Opera Junior Artist program

—now in its fourth season— employs

UTEP students as paid interns inside

a live professional opera production,

giving them rehearsal, performance,
and community engagement experience that no classroom
can replicate. This summer, six music students will perform
in Bohemios, a free Spanish zarzuela touring four El Paso
neighborhoods, while two theater students serve as production
designers and backstage crew. When the curtain comes down,
the work continues: interns stay on through the summer,
staffing the EPO office and performing intimate concerts for
farmers market audiences and housebound patrons.

Brad Jacobson - English

Project title: Youth Writers Camp in

Ysleta ISD

This grant supported the 2026 Youth

Writers Camp, a collaboration between

the West Texas Writing Project (English)
and Ysleta Independent School District. The two-week camp
held in June—co-taught by the PI, two YISD teachers (UTEP
alumni), and LACE-supported teaching assistants—engaged
participants in writing activities and genres they don't typically
experience during the school year. The camp was an opportunity
for high school students to develop writing skills and a sense
of belonging as writers and potential college students, and for
UTEP undergrads to gain research and teaching experience.

leadership skills, and applied research or creative practice. Funded
projects include support for UTEP student research teams and a
faculty project director stipend upon project completion.

Proposals are evaluated based on their significance to the LACE
initiative and UTEP’s community engagement mission, the clarity
and feasibility of the project plan, demonstrated support from
a community partner, a defined student mentorship plan, and
alignment with UTEP Edge experiences and learning outcomes.

Dr. Krystia Reed has been collaborating

with the El Paso Dispute Resolution

Center and El Paso County Juvenile

Probation to evaluate their program

involving mediation for juvenile assault
family violence cases. The LACE grant has given Dr. Reed
the opportunity to support students in this hands-on data
collection activity. The students survey El Paso families
that are going through the mediation process about their
experience with this innovative program.

Lisa Novak - Art

The Riso Print Club is a hands-on

program that invites local youth ages

12-17 from El Paso and surrounding

areas to explore the vibrant world of

risograph printing. Working alongside
six art education students, the first iteration of the Riso
Print Club provided youth with opportunities to operate a
risograph duplicator, design colorful, multi-layered prints, and
experiment with a range of publication formats, including
zines and books. The twelve-week program culminated
in a Friends and Family workshop where youth challenged
traditional educational hierarchies by teaching adults how to
make risograph prints.

The Triple T Technical Theatre

Workshop Series proved to be a

| successful partnership between the

UTEP Department of Theatre and

Dance and Iocal fine arts educators. Through three technical

theatre workshops (costume design, lighting design, and

scenic design) that were offered at host high schools,

Theatre and Dance faculty were able to offer personalized

and effective expertise to teachers from the Ysleta, El

Paso, and Socorro Independent School Districts while also

mentoring undergraduate theatre student assistants in the

field. It is through partnerships such as these that knowledge,

relationships, and improved theatrical experiences can
continue to evolve in our community.




AARON AND SYLVIA WECHTER

The Aaron and Sylvia Wechter Family
Excellence Fund supports faculty and
student projects in the College of

Liberal Arts that strengthen, support,
and engage the greater El Paso
Jewish community. The fund provides
support for research, creative work,
performances, exhibits, lectures,
workshops, visiting speakers, and
other initiatives that contribute to
Jewish cultural, historical, scholarly,
or community life in the region.

AWARDEES

Funded projects may include
student or faculty-led research,
community-engaged scholarship,
creative and artistic work, public
programming, or events that foster
dialogue, cultural enrichment, and
meaningful connection with the El
Paso Jewish community. Awardees
are expected to share the results
of their research or creative work
through a community-facing
presentation or event coordinated

with the College of Liberal Arts.
Through the generosity of the Aaron
and Sylvia Wechter Family Excellence
Fund, the College of Liberal Arts
is able to support projects that
bring together faculty, students,
and community partners while
advancing scholarship, creativity,
public engagement, and cultural
understanding.

Melissa Melpignano - Theatre and Dance

As part of her book project, Unsettling
Choreographies: Dance, Livability, and
Palestine-Israel, Dr. Melpignano will
curate the screening of the documentary
Everything You Have Is Yours (2024),
directed by Tatyana Tenenbaum and
featuring the choreographic research of
Hadar Ahuvia. Ahuvia interrogates the
roots of the Israeli folk dances she grew

A Recital Series Celebrating Jewish
Musical Heritage is a cycle of three
concerts that presents performances of
string music by Jewish composers. The
project features my UTEP violin and viola
students, colleague Dr. Nayeli Dousa

up dancing with her mother in the U.S.
Through her work, a web of artistic portraits
emerges: Jewish, Israeli, and Palestinian
dancers living in New York City grapple
with the questions of what we inherit and
what we embody to carry forward. As part
of the programming, Hadar Ahuvia will
travel to El Paso to engage in community
workshops and conversations.

and myself, as well as my ensemble, the
Aurelian String Trio. Our performances will
take place at UTEP’s Fox Fine Arts Recital
Hall, Congregation B'nai Zion's Social Hall,
and the El Paso Holocaust Museum in May
and June of 2026.

Ophra Leyser-Whalen - Sociology & Anthropology

Existing research shows that the
relationship between North American
Jews and lIsrael occupies a prominent
role in Jewish education and social
programming, but less has been discussed

- about how parents—and specifically

mothers—mediate such connections as

they transmit culture and cultivate cross-
generational identity. My colleague Dr.
Derek Siegel (Old Dominion University)
and | aim to examine how and why Jewish
mothers talk to their children about Israel
and Palestine, and if the October 7th
tragedy has shifted these conversations.



FACULTY R&I AWARDS

Research & Innovation’s annual honorific awards

recognize UTEP faculty whose scholarship, creative
work, innovation, and community impact advance
the University’s research mission. The 2026 awards
celebrate faculty across career stages and disciplines
whose work expands knowledge, creates public
value, strengthens communities, and elevates UTEP's
national research profile.

The College of Liberal Arts is proud to celebrate
Sasha Pimentel, Associate Professor of Creative
Writing, who received the Outstanding Researcher—
Mid-Career Award. Pimentel’s acclaimed work as
a poet, educator, and mentor explores language,
memory, witness, and the power of poetry to make
visible what has been overlooked or unheard. Her
recognition reflects the vital role of creative scholarship
in advancing UTEP'’s research and public mission.

Outstanding Researcher — Mid-Career

| am deeply grateful to R&| and
Liberal Arts for the CEA award,
which allowed me to travel to
Asia for my research about the
recent state-sponsored, and
widespread, extrajudicial killings
of the impoverished peoples of
the Philippines, a crime against
humanity that is now slated
for trial at the International

XPLORE FELLOW——

Advancing Research and Creative
Activity in Liberal Arts

The EXPLOREfellowshipisanopportunitytorealize systemic
cultural change, meaningful infrastructural support, and
improved internal and external communication through
R&I that affirms the creative and scholarly work of faculty
and graduate students in the arts, humanities, and social
sciences. By first celebrating existing scholarship in those
areas independently of external funding awards, closing
institutional gaps in understanding and supporting such
research, and adjusting communications and services with
the arts, humanities, and social sciences in mind, we can
fully integrate underrepresented fields in the public image
of research at UTEP.

Criminal Court at The Hague.
The interviews | conducted
provide me an international
frame of reference, and enable
me to serve as a literary witness
in attendance to a painful, but
important, historical moment.
My research, and my writing,
would not be possible without

this support.
P

Elisabet Takehana, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of English




Criminal Justice Professor

leads BJA Grant
. Dr. Melinda Tasca, Associate Professor in
the Department of Criminal Justice and

l{ V‘ Security Studies, is leading a grant funded by
i the U.S. Department of Justice’s Bureau of

Justice Assistance (BJA) to reduce violence
in Arizona's prison system through innovative
housing-placement reforms. The project is
being conducted in direct partnership with the

Arizona Department of Corrections, Rehabilitation and Reentry.

Housing decisions are central to institutional safety because they
determine where incarcerated people live and with whom they interact.
When these decisions are not carefully managed, they can increase
conflict, endanger incarcerated people and correctional staff, and
disrupt institutional stability and rehabilitation efforts. Because housing
policies affect every person in custody, improving these practices
offers an important opportunity to reduce violence systemwide.

Building on Dr. Tasca’s recent research on prison violence, the project
integrates research evidence and stakeholder perspectives to guide housing
strategies. Key activities include comprehensive policy reviews, analyses of
violent incidents, and interviews with correctional staff and incarcerated
people. These findings will support the collaborative development and
implementation of enhanced housing policies through the statewide Violence
Reduction Task Force established under the grant.

By addressing safety challenges across a large state prison system, this
innovative work has the potential to shape violence-prevention strategies
in correctional systems nationwide. The project also reflects UTEP's
commitment to community-engaged research by connecting rigorous
scholarship with meaningful policy and practice. The effort is currently
underway and will continue through 2027.

independence,  the

FACULTY SPOTLIGHT

Reading,
Citizenship, and
Censorship:
Jonna Perrillo’s
Work on English
Education

Dr. Jonna  Perrillo’s
Uncensored captures the
experiences and strategic
! responses of 12 English
teachers and librarians who have faced book censorship
in their schools. In highlighting some of the other
great risks to book reading in English Language Arts
classrooms, including the growth of a K-12 education
technocracy, Uncensored shows that censorship is only
one risk to students’ literature education. The responses
of contributing teachers in the book, however, offer
powerful lessons in advocating for literature instruction
that can apply to a wide range of challenges.

In the “Making the Good Reader” institute, 30 K-12
teachers from across the nation convene with Perrillo,
co-director Andrew Newman, and 3 K-12 co-leaders
to examine changing conceptions of what constitutes
a “good reader” across the twentieth century. In doing
so, they trace two competing traditions in reading
instruction: one emphasizes the role of literature in the
student’s social, moral, and civic development; the other
values skill-development and sees literature as a pathway
to scientific, self-disciplined thinking that is also vital to
the civic good. In developing a deeper understanding of
this history, participating teachers will prepare to serve as
stronger school leaders and more effective and creative
practitioners.

The National Endowment for the Dr. Brandon Houghtalen, Associate Director of Bands, from the
Arts (NEA) recently announced the Department of Music was one of the awardees. His proposal will
official list of grant recipients for feature a free public performance and accompanying educational
the upcoming year. As the nation panel discussion featuring the 1st Armored Division Band. The
prepares to commemorate the Tst Armored Division Band will perform repertoire that traces the
250th anniversary of American evolution of American military band music from World War | to
National the present. In addition to the concert, members of the band will
Endowment for the Arts has participate in side-by-side rehearsals with UTEP student musicians,
awarded 33 grants to support offer an open dress rehearsal for area schools and community

— public-facing arts projects featuring members, and participate in a pre-concert panel discussion to discuss
performances and educational programming with U.S. military bands.  the history of U.S. Army bands in American civic life.

The concert and panel discussion are scheduled for Thursday, November 12, 2026,
at Magoffin Auditorium. Details will be forthcoming.

To learn more about the National Endowment for the Arts, visit https://www.arts.gov/
For more on Dr. Houghtalen, see https://www.utep.edu/liberalarts/music/people/houghtalen-brandon.html
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DR. AHMAD ITANI

Vice President for Research & Innovation

Over the past few years, Research & Innovation (R&l) has been proud
to partner with the College of Liberal Arts. This includes support for
the Career Enhancement Award initiative, a strategic investment
that reflects our shared commitment to advancing research,
scholarship, and creative activity across the University. Through
this partnership, we have helped support more than 20 faculty
members whose work enriches our understanding of the human
experience, strengthens communities, and contributes to the
| intellectual vitality of our University. The Career Enhancement
/ Award provides faculty with the resources and momentum needed
/ to explore new ideas, expand ongoing projects, and position their
~ work for future external funding opportunities.

Building on this successful partnership, we are excited to welcome Dr.
Elisabet Takehana to R&l as the inaugural Expanding Liberal Arts
Opportunltles for Research Excellence (EXPLORE) Fellow. This fellowship is designed to foster deeper
collaboration between the College of Liberal Arts faculty and UTEP’s research enterprise. The Fellow
will work closely with Research Development, R&| leadership, and College of Liberal Arts leadership
to increase awareness of funding opportunities, enhance faculty engagement in research activities,
identify barriers to proposal competitiveness, and cultivate a stronger culture of externally engaged
research and creative work.

At R&l, we believe that transformative ideas emerge from every discipline. Initiatives such as the
Career Enhancement Award and the EXPLORE Fellowship reflect our commitment to investing in
faculty excellence and creating pathways for scholarly and creative work that generates meaningful
impact. Together with the College of Liberal Arts, we remain dedicated to empowering our faculty,
advancing discovery, and expanding public value.

Behind the Design

Renata Rivera Leafios, student assistant for the College of
Liberal Arts Dean’s Office, is currently pursuing her Dual Degree,
working towards a BA in Art with a concentration in Graphic
Design and a BS in Computer Science. As a Mexican-American,
she takes pride in incorporating elements that represent the
borderland culture lived in the El Paso-Juarez region as a unique
set of experiences that continues to influence her work as she

shapes her career.

Her featured cover piece, What Remains Unbroken, is a vector |
artwork inspired by Norman Rockwell's Freedom of Speech |
(1943) and The Right to Know (1968). Taking its themes, Rivera
Leafos represents the El Paso community as a multicultural
hub, where people from different backgrounds take pride in
finding a place to grow their voice, standing firmly for truth
and justice despite perpetual obstacles. Ultimately, the piece
reminds us of our inherent, unbroken right to speak up.







